decay. Despite the similarities of the three neighborhoods, many Southside students derive their sense of community from their own particular neighborhood. Loyalty to residential communities often results in turf issues and tensions among the students.
Several students from outside the community also attend Southside. Attracted to its emphasis on technology, these students and their parents chose Southside because of its exemplary programs. Initially the presence of these students was a challenge to the cultivation of a unified student body. Moreover, because Southside replaced two closed high schools-Roosevelt and Smith-many of these students had never attended school together. Southside was a school without a history. Absent the generational ties that familiarize rising middle school students with their prospective high schools, Southside student pride was nonexistent. To combat apathy among students and to stimulate school cohesiveness, educators first worked on the school culture to improve the school climate.
Southside is often categorized as an "urban" school. This term, at best, is an attempt to describe various aspects of a school, such as its geographic location, its access to resources, and its students. Within an educational context, however, the term urban often connotes schools whose student populations are predominantly Black or other minority and are economically disadvantaged, although these same characteristics may apply to some rural schools as well. With African Americans accounting for 91 percent of the population of approximately 1,100 students, Southside certainly falls into the urban category. Yet in many respects merely describing Southside as urban flattens the textured realities of the school. The urban descriptor captures neither the spirit nor the character of the Southside students, faculty, and administrators we interviewed. Labels such as "urban," "at-risk," "disadvantaged," and "underachieving" emerge from a cultural deficit model that hinders rather than facilitates a broader understanding of students and their communities. Although we challenge the pervasive and uncritical use of these labels, we acknowledge that urban schools face specific challenges. However, we hope to address those challenges within a cultural framework that encourages and expects school success rather than school failure. The interviews that form the basis for this article reflect our attempts to ensure that the voices of Southside Comprehensive High School become critical components of schooling discourse (Lightfoot 1983) .
The atmosphere at Southside has improved significantly, although the school is still struggling with some small pockets of student resistance. Two teachers who migrated from the closed Roosevelt and Smith High Schools are convinced that as a whole the school community is much closer than it once was, a sentiment shared by other teachers at Southside. This change in atmosphere is evidenced by visible expressions of school pride unauthorized distribution.
by administrators, teachers, and students. Students are eager to purchase "anything with Southside on it." Teachers initiate and support student organizations and activities. Moreover, the principal continues to encourage and support, in word and in deed, the efforts of Southside students and faculty.
Creating a Shared Culture of Academic Excellence
In recent years Southside has received many accolades, most notably the Georgia School of Excellence Award in 1999. Despite demographic data that typically predict student and school failure (65 percent of the students participate in the free and reduced-price lunch program and 61 percent come from single family homes that receive public assistance), Southside students have experienced significant success. Even though standardized test scores have risen in many key areas, commitment to academic excellence is not evidenced by quantitative measures alone. Interviews with faculty, students, support staff, and administrators revealed the comprehensive and aggressive approach to academic achievement that permeates the school's culture.
Southside principal William Shepherd, upon his appointment in 1992, was determined to create an environment conducive to student success. The school's motto, "Communication, Cooperation, and Collaboration Leading to High Standards of Excellence," is in keeping with his vision to move Southside in a positive direction. As one teacher commented, "Dr. Shepherd invites everyone to share in cultivating a comprehensive school vision-one that is flexible and inclusive." It is apparent that authentic teamwork, at all levels of the decision-making process, is a critical core value of the Southside culture.
In addition to support from school administrators, teachers feel that their efforts have greatly benefited from Georgia's high school graduation test requirement. Instituted in 1994, students are required to score passing marks in five test areas: language arts, mathematics, writing, social studies, and science. For those students and parents who have not taken academic achievement seriously, this requirement serves as a necessary wake-up call. For some students, the tests have helped them to understand the importance of the education process. Teachers, though, do not see the tests as an end in themselves. Instead they view the tests as the minimum standard for their students. As one teacher said, "If you teach children what they need to know, I believe that they'll pass the test. Then when you teach beyond that they'll succeed in life." This philosophy, articulated by this veteran teacher, has led to what a new teacher termed "over-support" of students. Whether providing students with tokens for public transportation or offering tutoring after school, teachers "go above and beyond to accommodate and support students." Teachers do not perceive this philosophy and practice as fostering a "culture of dependency" among students but instead view this as an opportunity to create an authentic community of learning. Students interpret these efforts as reflective of a caring community (Walker 1996) . According to one student, "Southside has grown and you can actually feel it. It's more of a family environment." The approach must be working, because Southside has the highest passing rate on the Georgia High School Graduation Test (98 percent), according the Atlanta Public Schools' website (see http://www.atlanta.k12.ga.us/schoolsw/R&E/Testing2/ghsgt04.htm).
Technology: A Launchpad for Instructional Improvement
The use of technology has been an integral part of Southside since its beginning. The school opened in August 1985 as a comprehensive high school with a focus on technology. Yet only recently was Southside designated as an information-processing magnet school and acknowledged as the top technology high school in the city.
When Shepherd assumed the principalship, the school's technology mission had been largely unfulfilled. Labs and classrooms were not equipped with the latest computer hardware or software. Most of the computer labs were empty and more often than not computers were down. Teachers were unfamiliar with and reluctant to use computers. Computer use was largely confined to the business technology and magnet programs.
As newly appointed principal-the fourth principal at Southside in seven years-Shepherd did not view himself as highly computer literate. He championed the importance of technology by learning to use it himself. True to his motto, "Don't wait too long to change," Shepherd arrived at school by 6:00 each morning where a tutor taught him the basics of computer applications for an hour. Later he began making PowerPoint presentations in faculty meetings and student assemblies.
Shepherd used this modeling technique to convince teachers, students, and parents of the importance of learning something new. By his and the faculty's admission, it was not an easy task to actualize the school's technology mission. His strategy for accomplishing the goal was multifaceted:
• Model the desired behavior • Talk to teachers about their use of technology to determine prevalent barriers and relevant remedies
• Provide on-site computer and technology inservices for teachers
• Require all teachers to substantively integrate the computer into instruction and provide them with the necessary resources and incentives to do so
• Hire and support full-time staff to serve as a resource to faculty and to unauthorized distribution.
coordinate the school's computer labs and other technology equipment, particularly to keep it running and current
• Rely on the insights and expertise of technology specialists to inform program decisions
• Mobilize strategic business partners to fund and support the school's technology program
• Continually and consistently press the vision of the school as a budding hub for technology.
Today, Southside is defined as a technology-aggressive school with no idle labs, a buzzing parent technology center, and every teacher and student using technology, albeit with varying levels of proficiency. Teachers and students speak the language of technology with confidence. Although Shepherd acknowledges that the school still has benchmarks to achieve, it is clear that he, the faculty, and the staff have used the school's technology mission to focus their efforts on strengthening the broader instructional program.
The Southside Family
When the principal, faculty, and students described Southside they spoke of "the Southside family," an open, friendly "home away from home" where they "are not alone." Students said that Shepherd treats them like his own children (Delpit 1995) . They see him as a highly visible, caring principal who takes a personal interest in each of them and keeps a "close watch" over their behavior by acknowledging their successes and firmly and fairly counseling them through their missteps. They described him as an "open person" who "speaks his mind" and is "very encouraging to students." Shepherd acknowledges that he has cultivated a habit of accessibility. He wants to create a school in which students' voices are heard, respected, and responded to. He does not want to force students to "fit a peg." Toward this end, he has regular catered lunches with students in his stately conference room. During this time he listens to students' requests, complaints, and concerns about their classes, school policies and practices, and their lives in general.
A hallmark of Shepherd's leadership style is the personal notes he writes to students congratulating them on their achievements, recognizing progress, or providing encouraging words. One student noted, "You know, it's great to say you had a teacher who made a difference in your life...do something special for you. But how many kids can say 'my principal wrote me a letter, did something special just for me'?" unauthorized distribution.
Teachers describe Shepherd as a "counselor at heart...kids don't see him as a jailer." Although he is a "patriarch" to the student body, his role with faculty has evolved into facilitator. He readily admitted that early in his career he was much more autocratic and dogmatic. Now, with the support of faculty and staff that he recruited, he is free to cultivate more open, collegial, collaborative faculty and staff relationships. Shepherd acknowledges that the sage principal knows that he or she is responsible for the school and simultaneously understands that he or she "can't do it all" alone. He said, "The Lord and Master notion of leadership doesn't work." What does work? Shepherd responds, "I ask teachers what they want. Then I tell them that if it's going to make a better teaching decision, I'll be sure they get it. After that I bug my leadership team, call someone in the community...anybody...everybody!" On the scavenger hunt for solutions, Shepherd says that his goal "is to eliminate some of the things teachers say prevent them from doing a good job."
Shepherd also has deeply held convictions about the power of strategic staff development. He provides for groups of teachers to attend annual professional conferences together. After these conferences, participating faculty meet to debrief about what they learned and its utility to Southside. He considers this staff development essential to building the capacity and commitment of faculty. His other recommendations for creating fruitful collaboration include:
• Learn the strengths and weaknesses of faculty and staff
• Reduce in-school fiefdoms by championing the uplift of the whole school and marshalling resources in a common coffer, shared by all, for the students
• Be flexible enough to use faculty and staff in creative ways and reward them appropriately
• Meet with each department in addition to holding brief schoolwide faculty meetings.
Significant changes in the relationship between central office staff and the school staff have also enabled school progress. At the first opportunity, school officials opted for a site-based management (SBM) proposal offered by the district. Although much remains centralized, in the span of 15 years Southside has gained more control over its budget and the allocation of money. For example, control over the use of Title I funds enabled school officials to hire a much-needed additional full-time guidance counselor and create other new positions.
Another striking feature of the school is the presence of African American male administrators and teachers. Shepherd, an African American, has unauthorized distribution.
taken measured steps to eradicate the negative stereotypes that abound about Black men. He has recruited many Black men, several of whom possess educational doctorates, to the administrative staff and faculty. These men do not staff the posts of coach or disciplinarian; rather they are directors of technology, assistant principals, guidance counselors, and teachers. Students notice the men's presence and view it as unusual and positive. They articulate a profound understanding of the value of African American male teachers. One student remarked:
That was one of the first things I noticed when I came here. Before, all the principals and the teachers I knew were women. When I watch TV everyone says Black men are in jail, doing drugs, fighting each other. But when I come to school I see all these Black men working together, getting along, and it makes me think that maybe there are a lot of Black men doing this.
Southside's Future
Southside's student population is changing. As in other cities, high-priced lofts, single-family dwellings, and condominiums are replacing the downtown communities from which Southside has traditionally drawn students. As middle-class and affluent professionals return to the inner city, public housing is vulnerable. In fact, one of Southside's veteran teachers predicted that within 10 years "Capital Homes will not still be standing." Many of these new young urban dwellers will have their own set of expectations for Southside.
In addition to the demographic shift of students, Southside faculty will experience major changes. In three to five years, approximately half of the school's teaching staff will retire. It is essential to hire new teachers who are committed to carrying on the work of the teachers who came before them. Southside has achieved much success under the leadership of Shepherd and his committed team of educators. The greatest challenge they face is to "keep it going."
